In the 1930s, when the world-renowned Medieval and Renaissance art scholar Erwin Panofsky became acquainted with the New York contemporary art scene, he was challenged with the most difficult dilemma for art historians: how could Panofsky, who was firmly entrenched in the kunstwissenschaftliche study of art, use his historical methods for the scholarly research of contemporary art? Can art historians deal with the art objects of their own time? This urgent and still current question of how to think about "contemporaneity" in relation to art history is the main topic of this paper, which departs from Panofsky's 1934 review of a book on modern art. In his review of James Johnson Sweeny's book Plastic Redirections in 20th Century Painting, Panofsky's praise for Sweeney's scholarly "distance" from contemporary art developments in Europe is backed by a claim for America's cultural distance, rather than a (historical) removal in time. Taking a closer look at Panofsky's conflation of historical/temporal distance with geographical/cultural distance, this paper demonstrates a politically situated discourse on contemporaneity, in which Panofsky proposes the act of writing about the contemporary as a redemptive act, albeit, as this paper will demonstrate, without being able to follow his own scientific method.
intact: by employing the right kind of scholarly detachment, Mr. Sweeney "has now proved that it is, after all, possible to apply the methods of art-history to contemporary art." 12 Sweeney's book followed an exhibition (curated by Sweeney) at the Renaissance Society of the University of Chicago that displayed new developments in modern art such as Cubism, Surrealism, and super-Realism. 13 Evolution in Sweeney's Plastic Arts
In his review of Sweeney's book, Panofsky reminded his readers again of the rightful practice of an art historian: "The scope of art history is: to understand a work of art with respect to its essential structure (formal and iconographic), to evaluate this structure under the aspect of its historical significance, and to connect phenomena so as to gain an insight into what is called 'evolution. '" 14 Any good art historian "applies to artistic creations what seems to be a system of abstract categories and, in addition, considers them in connection with as many other facts as are available." 15 This approach to "evolution" is indeed one of the things Panofsky could have appreciated in respect to the work of James Johnson
Sweeney. In the first paragraph of the book, Sweeney responds to doubts of historical distance and emphasizes the importance of looking at the modern "plastic arts" in relation to previous events. In the field of aesthetic concepts he detects a considerable change with the past, especially evident in the plastic arts: "And, while the event is still too close to us to admit an unprejudiced critical consideration, its character has never been ambiguous: an attempt at complete severance from all the dominant trends of the preceding century-a break and a new beginning. 16 Sweeney describes a growing need for a "break," a resentment to the rationality as developed in the Renaissance, which caused new modern art forms to object and deviate from this rational standard. "It was realized that a new epoch could grow only out of a new archaism." 17 Sweeney's remarks echo Panofsky's description of alternating "advances" and "reversals" of direction and that every so often return back to "primitive" or "archaic" modes of representation, as expressed in his famous essay "Perspective as Hence detachment, for Panofsky, is not only the necessary temporal distance from a work in order to place it within a history of traditions, but it can also refer to the cultural or intellectual detachment that, compensating for a lack of temporal distance, fosters the ability to understand the work within a history of traditions. Before examining the implications of Panofsky's stance towards American scholarship in the arts, a closer look at Panofsky's conflation of temporal and intellectual distance is necessary, for which we must return to his famous text "Perspective as Symbolic Form" of 1927.
In "Perspective as Symbolic Form," Panofsky did more than just outline a theory of European scholars were preoccupied with questions of which country was the first to invent the cubiform capital or the rib-vault. 35 Unbiased by nationalism, detached from the cultural and intellectual roots of the objects, the Americans were not only more apt to look at the past, "so were they able to see the present in a perspective picture undistorted by personal More than ever before the American museum will be called upon to fulfill a social function. . . . Our soldiers and sailors, who have learned the lesson of world geography so bitterly, will be the first to return once more to the humanities. . . .
Unless, of course, we want to see these veterans peddling the golden apples of the Hesperides on the street corners of Chicago and New York, we must give them something more rewarding than iconology. Our job is to deal straightforwardly in human values. Had our German colleagues been more concerned with these in teaching their Nazi pupils, they might not find themselves in their present situation.
The veteran will want something more than empty vessels. Like Odysseus he will not be content with the ghosts of past civilizations but will want their flesh and blood. To
give him this will require a better and more fundamental teaching, a teaching concerned with human values rather than with accumulation of statistical knowledge. 
